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PRESENTATION TO NORTHERN AND OFFSHORE INFORMATION RESOURCES 


SEMINAR, APRIL 16, 1986. 
by Alice Abel, Library and Information Officer/Dene Nation 


Theme for this speech 
(Longer Version) 


‘POT OF WRITTEN GOLD 


HISTORY OF DENE NATION 


Prior to the arrival of the Non-Dene we, the Dene people of Denendeh 
had everything that makes us 2 distinct people, we had our own history, 
our own education, our own religion, our own justice and political 
process and we had our way of perceiving the world. It's a way of 
saying we were a Nation of people. In the past, the Dene of the five 
tribes were scattered because they lived on the land to make their 
living and some still do. But as time changed so did the lifestyle of the 
people. So they decided to join and form an organization. 


in the year 1969, the Indian Brotherhood was formed in the Northwest 
Territories. This is 2 political organization to represent the Treaty 
Indians of the five tribes: Dogrib, Chipewyan, Southern Slavey, 
Northern Slavey, and Loucheux. By reseaching Treaties * 8 and *11 
signed by the Federal government with the five tribes, they started 
negotiations with the Federal government on land claims and protection 
of Aboriginal rights. 


In 1975, they declared themselves to be a nation within Canada with 
the right to self -determination, changing their name from the Indian 
Brotherhood of the N.W.T. to Dene Nation as it is called today, to 
represent all Dene and their descentents of the five tribes. At this 
time, amore comprehensive land claims negotiations team was formed. 
Today, we are still f ighting for the rights to our land and resources as 
negotiations goes on. 


Through the ‘Land Claims’ process with the Federal Government, it is 
our objective that we be recognized as a Nation and be treated as such 
so that we Can survive as a people and once again be given control of 
‘our future. No, maybe that's not what the Canadian government have in 
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their minds, they'll work to find ways to continue controlling and 
trying to take everything away from us, so that we won't exist as a 
distinct people with our own heritage and culture. 


This is excerpt from ” When freedom Is Lost: the Dark side of the 
Relationshiop between Government and the Fort Hope Band.” 


In 1969, in an rush to redress the Serious social and 
economic wrongs Indian people were facing across the 
country, the newly elected Liberal government released 

its White Paper on Indian policy. Since recently discovered 
evidence indicates that Liberal policy-makers may have 
been guilty of imitating outdated United States government 
documents when they designed the White Paper’and then 
applying the contents haphazardly to a completely different 
situation in Canada, it is impossible to: tell whether or not 
they were acting in good faith. One thing is certain: there 
is absolutely no doubt that the White Paper resulted ina 
massive flow of new make-work job-training and 
community development programs into the Fort Hope Band 
and many other isolated Indian bands. The problem was that 
these programs did not strengthen the indians’ economy. 
Under the new policy dependency has only increased, and this 
has left the people in the Fort Hope Band more vulnerable to 
government cut-backs than ever before. 


The Fort Hope Band in Northwesten Ontario is in an extremely vulnerable 
position just like the Dane communities in the N.W.T. 





The Dene Nation Library/Archives has been in existence for many years to 
provide library and information services:to staff members, researchers, 
consultants and (26) twenty-six Dene communities in the N.W.T. Services. 
to the public has been provided sporadically. Because of unstable and 
inconsistent sources of funding for the Library/Archives, there was often 
no one qualified to operate and maintain an efficient information services 
for the library user. 


BOREAL INSTITUTE 
LIBRARY 
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The library/archives consists of a highly specialized collection of 
documentation on issues relating to the land claims settlement dating 
back to when the Dene Nation was established and also cultural materials. 
During the years due to high staff turn-over in the library, there was a 
tremendous backlog of materials that became very difficult to organize 
and arrange to be classified. The holdings of the collection have no special 
Classification system since some of the people who worked in the library 
had no skills or experience to really develop an efficient system. 


On November 21, 1983, Ms. Leith Peterson, who has a Library Technician 
diploma, management and secretarial skills, and who also has done 
numerous Library Training Programs in native libraries in Ontario and here 
in Yellowknife, was hired by the Dene-Metis Secretariat to reorganize 
library and information services, develop efficient classification schemes 
for the unique holdings of materials and to train me in native library and 
informaiton work. | have successfully completed a one and a half year 
Library and Information Training Program that was sponsored by Northern 
Careers Program. 


Over the past 3 years, since the library/archives has been in full 

- operation, there has been a tremendous improvement in the library's 
appearance and organization, the result of many hours of overtime and 
having after school programs, Youth Training Option Program and one 
part-time person. At the present time there is myself, Library and 
Information Officer/Dene Nation, Mary Kodakin, a Dene, Library Clerk/Dene 
Nation, Leith Peterson, Project Manager/Library Clerk Training Program, 
Canadian Employment Development Branch (EDB), being administered 
through the Dene-Metis Secretariat and Tina Sangris, a Dene, Library Clerk 
Training Program/EDB. 


The library/archives deals with published, but mostly unpublished 
material, reports, minutes of meetings, material written by Dene Nation, 
Dene-Metis Secretariat staff, reports done by resource people and 
consultants, important historical and cultural materials, audio cassettes, 
.reel-to-reel tapes, video cassettes, annual reports, books, periodicals, 
newspapers, newsletters, reference books, and mapping materials, etc. 
The library/archives staff have succeeded in organizing and Classifying a 
large portion of these materials in subject arrangement and at the same 
time helping the staff, resource people, Chiefs and Band Councillors from 
- communities with information requests. 
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Present Situation 


Because of the political pressures placed on the Dene-Metis and the urgent 
nature of their requests, providing library services and information 
efficiently is achallenge. A lot of requests have been received by the 
library/archives from the public, but the library staff are not mandated to 
answer these requests without the permission from the Executive Director 
of the Dene Nation, or the Executive Director of the Dene-Metis 
Secretariat, if it has to do with land claims. 


The library/archives recently obtained a Macintosh 512K computer with a 
printer. There is an enormous backlog of material which needs to be 
indexed and the computer comes in very handy for that kind of work. The 
Dene-Metis Secretariat has purchased a Macintosh computer for this 
project and Employment Development Branch is paying for rental of this 
computer for one year. 


The highly-specialized and complex issues Contained in the documents 
have presented cataloguing/classification difficulties because the 
standard library classification schemes (eg. Dewey Decimal, Library of 
Congress) are not designed for native libraries, thus there are no standard 
classification/cataloguing rules for our types of materials. 


We have also been in contact with the Archivist at the Territorial 
Government Archives, regarding what systems are used by Archives. In 
addition, all the staff have toured the Territorial Archives. We also have 
read the book Native American Archives: an Introduction, which we found 
very useful. We are planning to contact Native American archives which 
have been established for some time, for their ideas as well. 


Because native materials are so unique, a system must be designed which 
meets the special needs of the native peoples. We can get ideas from 
other native libraries/archives, as well as from our own experience. 


One of the major concerns is subject headings presently assigned to native 
materials. These are often not specific enough although there have been 
definite improvements over the last few years. Many Canadian libraries 
recognize that there is a need for improvement in terms of subject 
headings for native materials. 
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PLANNED FEASIBILITY STUDY 

Most of the information documented on papers and tapes on the Dene 
struggle for self-determination and self-government are archival 
materials which are important to the Dene people. The Dene and Metis 
Leaderships have passed resolutions recommending that a feasibility study 
be done re the establishment of a native library/archives in Yellowknife. 

A proposal was submitted to the N.W.T. Secretary of State for funding. The 
results from the feasibility study will be looking at the future of the Dene 
Nation Library/Archives and the Metis Association Library/Archives. If it 
is decided by this feasibility study that this native library/archives 
should be established, than all of these materials in the library/archives 
would be accessible to the Dene and non-Dene people. This will help Dene 
children/students to know more about their heritage and culture, and be 
proud of their people and who they are. Also it would benefit the non-Dene 
people to understand and respect the Dene’s culture. 


We are very grateful that the Dene and Metis leaderships passed 
resolutions unanimously supporting a feasibility study re the 
library/archives. Their children and grandchildren will be grateful 
because the unique collections and valuable information is of long-term 
significance to the Dene people in terms of the present situation and is 
consequently of historical and archival importance for the future 
generations. These materials could be used as curriculum materials for 
schools. The library/archives could serve as a branch of the education 
system. 


Dene people have been saying that the Dene Nation library/archives is like 
a bank, like a pot of gold for Dene people. This library/archives is a 
resource, just like land and resources. 


A system for native libraries and archives can be developed under native 
control. The Dene and Metis can learn from the methods that the 
non-native libraries and archives have developed, but also the non-native 
libraries and archives can learn from the Dene and Metis. 
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EDUCATIONAL ASPECTS 


When native people go to school and they only learn the non-native ways, 
without knowing or understanding who they are as native people, or the 
history of native people, then the education system often fails them. The 
educational system is only oriented to the European style. There is a 
better way to educate than simply following the European model. If a 
person doesn't know who they are or if their own history and background is 
belittled and not recognized by the educational institutions, then the 
person doesn't learn as well as he/she could. But if a person knows who 
he/she is, and that person's history and background is respected, then the 
learning process is much more satisfactory. 


The youth of Denendeh are expressing their concerns and problems to the 
public through conferences, workshops, newspapers, and the media. Here 
is an excerpts from a letter to the editor of Native Press, by 

Peter Squirrel, a Dene, April 11, 1986: 


“Let's have something that will have a lasting effect on the 
Dene. Something which will give them a recognized identity 
base from which to work and enter into events that contro] 
the never-ending goals of the self-dertermination and 
self-government for all aboriginal peoples... The present 
educational curriculum that | was introduced to in our 
school system had no real meaning for me. I’m not knocking 
the opportunity that made me the person | am this day. It’s 
just that, as a Dene, | learned that whatever | was being 
taught in grade school didn't apply to the present situation 
of the Dene in the NWT... Was |, at an early age, introduced to 
Native teachers and material written in the aboriginal 
languages so | could better understand my identity and 
culture? Did learn about self-determination and 
self-government, goals to be reached by aboriginal peoples 
of the world? Where did my destiny lie? Would! be 
recognized with human rights in a non-Native society? 


Why did | learn all this later in life? From the time that we 
emerged from grade school most of these questions should 
have been dealt with so that | or any one of us could make 
wiser decisions in our own affairs... Can we have it on our 
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conscience to have ignorant Dene uninformed about actions 
and events that effect their very chances for survival?.. 
This concept takes into mind the Metis and Inuit peoples too. 
The Native leaders and education authorities could be looked 
at to provide the “particulars” on Native control, with the 
ideas and questions in mind to find what is missing in 
making our people stronger.” 


What is missing in making our people stronger is the written and audio 
visual resources, which are not presently available to any great extent in 
the education system for the Dene. The Dene Nation Library/Archives 
contains materials, which would be used as the basis of educational 
curriculum materials. 


SPECIAL SYSTEMS FOR NATIVE LIBRARIES/ARCHIVES 


The Dene and Metis have observed over the time since colonization, that 
systems developed, eg. educational, library, etc., have supposedly been 
developed for the use of the Dene and Metis, but this method has not helped 
the Dene/Metis gain more control over their lives. If the Dene-Metis 
continue to use the present system, what will they be offering the 
generations of Dene and Metis yet to come? 


This is a quotation from my speech to the Dene Nation National Assembly, 
Fort Franklin, July 1985. 


"Native people must be able to develop their own libraries in 
their own way. The non-native way is not designed for 
native materials. The development of library sevices for 
the use of native must be in the hands of native people in 
order to provide better and more efficient services to meet 
their needs. So, it is very important for native students to 
get trained in library and information services. Why? 
Because if the Dene are talking about self-government, then 
we have to control our own information resource materials, 
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such as preserve and enhance our cultural values and 
traditions, history, language, education, economics, health, 
etc. This is the kind of information which will give the 
Dene struggle more power. Information is a powerful 
tool. To ignore the power of this tool is to weaken 
the development of self-government. If we don't take 
control over our own information needs, then the non-native 
people will, like anything else.” 


Many native people have not used libraries/archives as often as they could 
in the past because there was something frightening about these 
institutions. Pehaps there was a fear of gaining knowledge and learning 
the truth. Perhaps there was a fear learning would require too much work 
and would be stressful. But now things are changing. More and more 
native people are aware of the fact that in order to have more control over 
their lives, they have to learn the truth and learning the truth requires 
doing a lot of research and studying. 


The Dene tradition is an oral tradition. Before Dene people were not used 
to written history, but now they know it is important for them to continue 
to put information about their struggle on paper and tapes. Some of these 
tapes and transcripts are the only records of the wisdom of the elders who 
have long since passed away. The library/archives is the main resource to 
keep all these documents and files for the future reference to the children 
and youth of Denendeh. 


Don't worry about perfection in the beginning. It's going to be a long, slow 
process, but what's important is to get control of the material now, before 
the control is lost. Perfection in training, etc. will come with time. 

What is the point of collecting all these files and books if in the 
final analysis, the Dene and Metis have no control over them? 
Some native libraries have already been sold to non-native libraries, 
because proper planning didn't take place, eg. Canadian Association in 
Support of Native Peoples library. 


Over the last 30 years, the non-native people have been studying the Dene 
people in the North to find ways of improving the Dene lifestyle, such as 
health, education, religion, etc. These studies done on the Dene people 
have complicated and confused the Dene because their lifestyle has been 
dramatically changed as aresult of the dominant society. 
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Certain factors in the history of native people, particularly alcohol abuse, 
have caused such deterioration in individual native communities, it was 
almost like the communities were asleep. Now more and more native 
people have stopped drinking or are becoming aware of the dangers of 
alcoholism, as it has been affecting the mind, body and spirit to be as a 
whole person. One of the first steps of those people who have taken 
control over their lives again is that they look at their past experiences 
and tell other native people of the pain and suffering that they have 
experienced. This is in order to warn the other people of this pain and 
suffering, so they will not follow a similar route. 


Many of native communities are healing or are gaining in awareness of the 
dangers of alcohol. Once this healing has been completed, the need for 
knowledge will be even greater than it is now. Now that this healing 
process is recognized, it is very important for libraries and archives to be 
included in the land claims now because if they are not included now, the 
ability for native people to regain control could be lost. 


The native people have been saying all along that the sources of strength 
rooted in their language, culture, spirituality, tradition values and the 
land, serves as a basis to meet the needs to survival as Dene people. This 
traditional world view provides a direction and framework which can 
guide their efforts in rebuilding and strengthening their communities from 
a traditional perspective into the modern society. 


Non-Dene people should be studying themselves to find ways to work and 
cooperate with the Dene people in the political process. 


Dene people who go to universities and colleges can be help by sending 
their theses and other reports relating to their culture, to the Dene Nation 
Library/Archives. 


Excerpts from Native American Archives: An Introduction: 


p. vii-viii: The record of history clearly holds lessons about how much and 
what type of growth can be sustained in a given area. How well that 
record is read and heeded in planning and development in both Indian and 
non-Indian communities in American's Sub Belt is a critical issue. The 
organization, maintenance, and utilization of tribal archives can serve the 
broad and critical need of tribes for comprehensive community planning 
and program development. 
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p. vii-viii: The investment of time and personnel in such projects may 
well be the most important effort in American Indian community 
development today. It is an investment in sustaining the living memory of 
a people. It is equally a foundatioon for future development of a society. 


p. 4-5: ... a tribal archives places these resources in Indian hands, and thus 
encourages interpretation of tribal history from an Indian perspective. 
The American Indian, writes the historian William T. Hagan, has been an 
“archival captive” because to be an Indian is “to have non-Indians contro] 
your documents from which other non-Indians write their version of your 
history”. A tribal archives is one means to reverse this situation and to 
give substance to the goal of Indian cultural self-determination. 


p. 5: Too often, potentially valuable resources such as these aare 
inaccessible and even lost to the tribe because no archives exists to care 
for them. By self-consciously gathering materials as they are produced, 
an archives creates a record by which future generations will understand 
the great changes taking place in all areas of Indian tribe today. 


Quotations from Coolican report: 


(excerpt from letter to David Crombie: 

p. iii: The new policy should encourage aboriginal communities not only to 
become economically self-sufficient but also to establish political and 
social institutions that will allow them to become self-governing. The 
two must develop together because political power is meaningless without 
the backing of financial resources. 


p. iv: We recommend a new policy based upon a relationship of sharing of 
power and resources. The previous pattern of land and cash settlements 
would be far simplier, because it is easier to negotiate and deliver terms 
related to cash or areas of land, in which amounts are quantified and dates 
are established for the transfer. A transfer of power, however, is far 
more difficult to achieve. To be prepared to give up jurisdiction and to 
change its own decision-making structures is one of the most difficult 
challenges for any institutions the size of the Government of Canada.) 


(excerpt from objectives of the Task Force: 


p. 31: - preserve and enhance the cultural social well-being of aboriginal 
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MW 
societies for generations to come; and 


- enable aboriginal societies to develop self-governing institutions 
and to participate effectively in decisions that affect their 
interests.) 


p. 65: -Modern claims agreements must help to restore and develop 
economically viable aboriginal communities. The agreements must be 
flexible enough to accommodate changes in the opportunities for economic 
development. 


p. 70: - ..we must abandon the notion that large quantities of cash will 
meet the needs of aboriginal peoples. Cash was not the answer 100 years 
ago, and it is not the answer today. Far more important in contributing to 
lasting benefits are the establishment of political institutions, access to 
resources, and the sharing of future revenues from the land. 


p. 71: -Many aboriginal groups emphasized the urgent need for training 
programmes to prepare them for the responsibilities and opportunities 
that a comprehensive agreement would bring...Education and training. 


It was indeed arelief to read the Coolican report. This is the kind of 
report we needed in support of native people. | hope you get a chance to 
read it, as it underlines many of the concerns | have brought to your 
attention today. 
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